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Globalisation has dramatically changed the way organisations operate in the market, as it has encouraged multinational collaborations to reach wider markets and be more innovative. As more and more companies move into cross-border partnerships, the quality of communication becomes a key success factor for ensuring that coordination and knowledge sharing take place (Jatobá et al. 2023). However, differences in national culture often affect the way of communication, which can lead to possible misunderstandings in international teams. This is especially apparent in the case of Western and Asian organisations collaborating, as contrasting cultural values will frame the patterns of behaviour and interactions in the workplace.
This essay focuses on a partnership between Unilever in the UK and Shiseido in Japan. Unilever, headquartered in London, is one of the world’s largest consumer goods companies, with a portfolio spanning food, personal care and home care products. Operating in over 190 countries, the company reported €50.5bn turnover in 2025 with a global workforce of 96000 employees (Unilever, 2026). and is driven by its mission to make sustainable living commonplace. In the 2025 edition of the Gartner Supply Chain Top 25, Unilever secured a position as ‘Masters’ category for the seventh year running (Unilever, 2026). Also, Unilever is committed to providing branded products and services which consistently offer value for money.
In contrast, Shiseido, founded in Japan, is a leading global cosmetics company with a strong presence in cosmetics, skincare, beauty and personal care, along with restaurants and other individual sections (Shiseido, 2026). They operate in more than 120 countries and thousands of retail outlets worldwide. They aim to venture beyond the cosmetics business through the creation of unique products for delivering values that fit the mission statement of “ Beauty innovation for a better world.” (Shiseido, 2026). Its annual revenue for 2025 was reported as $6.499B, a 2.9% increase from 2024, putting emphasis on innovation and aesthetic excellence as part of its long-term vision (Macrotrends, 2026).
Despite their mutual global perspective, the organisational and cultural situations in the United Kingdom and Japan are quite different. The UK business environment is generally characterised by relatively low hierarchy, individualism and communication. On the other hand, Shen et al. (2024), highlighted that Japanese corporate culture values hierarchy, group harmony and indirect communication. These cultural differences affect the way employees interact, make decisions and share information in teams.
Therefore, this essay aims to evaluate the differences in communication styles between UK and Japanese teams and examine how these differences can lead to misunderstandings in collaborative projects. Using Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions Theory, an analysis will be initiated about important cultural factors that affect communication, as well as their implication.
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Understanding the culture of the United Kingdom and Japan is essential in assessing how styles of communication affect international business cooperation. The UK business environment is often characterised by relatively low hierarchy, flexibility and the emphasis on individual accountability. According to the business overview in the United Kingdom Government, the country encourages open dialogue and innovation-driven practices, especially in the multinational firms that are operating in various markets (Gov.uk, 2023). On the other hand, the corporate culture of Japan is deeply rooted in tradition, respect for hierarchy and harmony within the group, often referred to as ‘wa’ (Azumi, 2024). In terms of communication, typical Japanese characteristics reflect the virtue of harmony. Japanese organisations focus on consensus-building and long-term relationships, which have a significant effect on communication behaviour within teams.
These cultural differences start to matter, especially for such product development collaborations between companies such as Unilever and Shiseido. Product development requires constant interaction, knowledge sharing and coordination between teams. For that reason, effective communication ensures that ideas are clearly transmitted, feedback is understood and project timelines are maintained. Research by McKinsey & Company draws attention to the fact that organisations with good communication and collaboration practices are 4.2 times more likely to outperform their peers in the outcome of projects delivered and innovation (McKinsey, 2024). However, when working in teams across different cultural contexts, communication barriers can be encountered, which will lead to inefficiencies, delays and even conflict. 
In international collaborations, communication is not merely about language but also involves understanding implicit meanings, tone and behavioural expectations. The difference between Western direct communication style and the Asian indirect style of communication often leads to ambiguity. Though it is controversial, still, while UK employees may appreciate clarity and explicit feedback, Japanese employees may be used to non-verbal cues and understanding a situation. This difference can cause misinterpretation of intent, especially in a virtual or cross-functional team. Therefore analysing communication with the help of structured theoretical framework becomes vital to identify and assess these differences in a systematic way.
To critically evaluate these cultural differences, Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory provides a widely recognised framework for understanding how national culture influences workplace behaviour and communication (Nickerson, 2025). The model identifies six key dimensions: power distance, individualism, masculinity, uncertainty avoidance, long-term orientation and indulgence. Data from the Culture Factor comparison tool indicates significant variation between the UK and Japan across these dimensions, which directly impacts communication styles and team dynamics (Theculturefactor, 2026).
One of the most relevant dimensions is power distance, for which Japan had a score of 54 and the UK's a score of 35. This would indicate that Japanese organisations have a higher propensity to accept hierarchies and UK organisations have a flatter structure and a preference for more egalitarian relationships. British society believes that the inequalities amongst people should be kept as low as possible. According to the research of Den Hartog and De Hoogh (2024). Higher power distance cultures often have formal patterns of communication and there is limited feedback from above. In practice, this means that employees in Shiseido may be afraid of openly challenging decisions made by senior management, while Unilever employees may feel free to express opinions regardless of hierarchy. This difference may result in misunderstandings, as the British team may see their Japanese counterparts as disengaged, while the Japanese employees may see the British communication as overly informal or disrespectful.
Another important dimension is individualism, in which the UK scores 76, whereas Japan has a score of 62. This shows a strong individualistic culture in the UK, where personal initiative and direct expression are valued, compared to the more collectivist nature of Japanese society, where group harmony is more valued. Japanese are famous for their loyalty to their companies, which people have chosen for themselves, which is an individualistic thing to do. According to Sadana, (2025), individualistic cultures promote independent decision-making and open communication. Whereas collectivist cultures emphasise consensus and indirect expression. The British are highly Individualist and private in nature and their unique purpose in life is and how they can uniquely contribute to society. In a collaborative project, this difference may mean that UK employees offer direct criticism or suggestions, which Japanese employees may see as confrontational. On the other hand, Japanese team members tend to communicate indirectly for the sake of harmony; an interpretation by UK colleagues of responses from Japanese may be considered as a lack of clarity or non-committal responses.
Uncertainty avoidance is another stark contrast, with Japan scoring around 92 as opposed to the UK's 35. This indicates that Japanese organisations have a strong preference for structure, detailed planning and risk minimisation. This is often attributed to the fact that Japan is constantly threatened by natural disasters from earthquakes and the Japanese learned to prepare themselves for any uncertain situation (Iizuka, 2022). This goes not only for the emergency plan and precautions for sudden natural disasters but also for every other aspect of the society. The UK, on the other hand, is more tolerant of ambiguity and flexible. As they are a low UAI country, the British are comfortable in ambiguous situations. High uncertainty avoidance cultures are likely to have a reliance on formal rules and high communication levels preceding decision-making (Bate, 2022). In practice, Shiseido teams may need to be detailed and have multiple discussions before deciding to advance a product development decision, whereas Unilever teams may prefer to be more adaptive and faster. This divergence may cause frustration, with UK teams experiencing delays and Japanese teams experiencing a lack of planning.
The dimension of masculinity based on Motivation towards Achievement and Success shows the differences further, with Japan scoring 95 and the UK scoring 66. Japan's high score is a reflection of a competitive and achievement-oriented culture where performance and dedication are valued. In corporate Japan, the employees are most motivated when fighting in a winning team against their competitors. As depicted by Rashmi and Kataria (2022), the British are still relatively competitive, placing a greater emphasis on work-life balance. Britain has a Decisive society with a success-driven culture. There is a seeming contradiction between the British culture of modesty and understatement, which is at odds with the underlying value system of a success-driven culture. As noted by Chang (2024) in the World Economic Forum, Japan's work culture is often associated with long working hours and a strong commitment to organisational goals. In terms of communication, Unilever can recognise and match Shiseido's strong performance-driven culture during the execution of the project. Shiseido can take a slightly balanced approach to work intensity to conform to Unilever's work environment of collaboration. These differences can affect how teams interact, which can result in misaligned expectations about issues such as professionalism and commitment.
Long-term orientation is another respect where Japan (100) is quite different to the UK (60). Japanese organisations tend to focus on long-term relationships, strategic planning and growth aspects, whereas UK organisations tend to focus on short to medium-term results. Japanese companies spend their money on long-term innovation and brand building. In corporate Japan, you see long-term orientation in the constantly high rate of investment even in economically difficult times (Bouwman et al. 2025). This cultural orientation affects communication in the ways that people in Japan are more likely to be patient, take time to consider and develop relationships. In contrast, UK teams may be more focused on efficiency and immediate outcomes and this may lead to some differences in the pace of communication and expectations during a project discussion. Unilever should incorporate long-term strategic objectives to meet Shiseido's future-oriented mentality. Having a pragmatic orientation in the UK, people believe that truth depends very much on situation, context and time. 
Finally, the differences in the score regarding indulgence, with the UK scoring 69 and Japan 42. This implies that UK culture is more open with emotions and liking life and Japanese culture is more reserved. According to Hofstede Insights, noted by Kokotovic (2025), restrained cultures are more likely to control the expression of emotions and to use formal forms of communication. This difference can affect how people interact at work, as UK employees use humour or informal language to build community. Contrarily, Japanese employees are more formal and reserved in their communication approach. People in British societies who are classified by a high score in Indulgence tend to have a willingness to realise their impulses and desires (Ogundajo et al. 2022). Unilever can temper moderate informal communication to be respectful of Shiseido's restrained cultural norms. While Shiseido can be gradually used to adapt to more open and expressive communication to build rapport among Unilever Teams.
These differences lead to different values and communication, providing opportunities for organisations to develop culturally adaptive strategies. Recognising and addressing these variations is essential for ensuring effective teamwork and successful project implementation.
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In conclusion, this essay has demonstrated that significant differences in communication styles between Unilever and Shiseido are deeply rooted in cultural values and norms. By applying Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory, it is evident that variations in power distance, individualism, uncertainty avoidance and other dimensions shape how employees interact, share information and make decisions. These differences can result in misunderstandings, delays and inefficiencies if not properly managed. However, the analysis also emphasises the importance of such challenges being possible to address through cultural awareness and adaptive communication strategies. Ultimately, successful collaboration tends to rely on recognising and bridging cultural gaps in order to increase mutual understanding and ensure effective implementation of projects.
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