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I. Introduction
Overview of British business communications
British business interactions are distinguished by an indirect approach to dispute or criticism, a formal tone, and a stress on civility. In the United Kingdom, business transactions usually balance formality and familiarity. This reflects a greater cultural tendency towards subduedness and a desire to maintain calm professionally (Courtland and John, 2018). Timeliness, acceptable business etiquette, and well-organised presentations are also highly prised by professional contacts. Understanding how British companies, particularly multinationals such as Unilever, handle their overseas partnerships and expansion projects strongly relies on communication abilities.
Overview of Unilever
Unilever, a leading British-Dutch multinational, has established itself as a consumer goods market leader. Its diverse product portfolio includes foods, sauces, ice cream, cleaning products, cosmetics, and personal hygiene items. Unilever has grown internationally through well-timed mergers and acquisitions since its establishment in 1929. It works in over 190 countries, making it one of the most geographically varied companies (Unilever PLC, 2023).
Unilever's global network extends beyond its supply chain and manufacturing facilities. The company employs many people internationally, and its working culture is diverse and inclusive. According to Petruzzi (n.d.), Unilever's financials for 2022 indicate revenues of €60 billion, confirming the company's strong market position. The firm's expansion goals focus on long-term growth, particularly expanding markets inside the European Union. As part of its adaptable business strategy, Unilever intends to penetrate these markets by adjusting its product offerings to regional customer preferences and cultural norms. In accordance with the company's global mission of making sustainable living the norm, this strategic emphasis prioritises corporate responsibility and sustainable practises over financial success.
II. Evaluation of Potential EU Countries for Expansion
Germany
Germany has a distinct and favourable environment for business growth, owing to its robust economy, rich cultural heritage, and skilled labour force. Germany has the world's fourth-largest and largest economy in Europe, boasting a GDP of 3,867.05 billion euros (O'Neill, 2023). This economic strength is largely due to a strong industrial basis, notably in the automotive, engineering, and chemical industries. The strength of the German economy is a crucial consideration for any company considering entering this market.
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Figure 1: Germany: Gross domestic product (GDP) from 2010 to 2022(in billion euros)
Source: (O'Neill, 2023)
The emphasis on efficacy, speed, and direct communication distinguishes the German cultural fabric. This cultural attitude also dominates the business sphere, emphasizing accuracy and quality (Cornelis et al., 2017). The official language, German, is extremely significant in everyday life. Even though English is frequently used in business, market penetration, and cultural integration may necessitate knowledge of the German language.
Understanding Germany's distinct business culture is critical for a successful market entry. Its hierarchical structure and decision-making procedures are two major differences from British culture (Cornelis et al., 2017). Decisions are often made at the highest levels, unlike the more democratic British approach. German communication is plain and straightforward, unlike British communication, which is more complex and indirect. Furthermore, formality is highly valued in German business interactions, and building personal relationships before discussing economic issues is less vital.
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Figure 2: Work Culture in Germany
Source: (Cornelis et al., 2017)
A highly skilled workforce defines Germany's job market since most people have a university degree or vocational training. The current unemployment rate of 2.99% reflects a strong labour market (O'Neill, 2023). Despite gains in boosting worker diversity, there are still challenges with gender equality and integrating immigrants. Nonetheless, there is an increasing focus on diversity and inclusion in employment policies.
For businesses like Unilever, considering expansion into Germany, understanding and overcoming communication barriers is crucial. The directness of German communication and the preference for formality pose challenges, particularly for British executives used to a more indirect and informal approach. Additionally, navigating the complex regulatory landscape, including strict labour laws, environmental standards, and data protection regulations, requires careful planning and local legal expertise (Freiberg et al., 2016).
Moreover, the highly developed German market presents considerable competition, necessitating a strategic approach to contend with established local brands and other international players. To be successful in this market, Unilever must adapt its marketing strategies and business practises to meet German norms and expectations.
France
France has a distinct and active business environment as a result of its healthy economy, rich cultural past, and diverse industry sectors. With a GDP of more than $2.78 trillion, France is the third-largest economy in Europe and a prominent player in the global market (O'Neill, 2023). France is a favourable place for corporations wishing to develop because of its considerable economic diversity, which includes industries such as luxury goods, aerospace, automotive, pharmaceuticals, and tourism.
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Figure 3: France: Gross domestic product (GDP) in current prices from 1987 to 2028(in billion U.S. dollars)
Source: (O'Neill, 2023)
The business world is influenced by French culture's considerable appreciation for the arts, fashion, and food. Unlike the more reserved British approach, French corporate culture is distinguished by an emphasis on etiquette and formality (Cornelis et al., 2017). French is particularly significant because it is the official language of communication. Although English is used in business situations, competency in French is required for effective communication and cultural integration, especially in smaller cities and villages.
Understanding the French business culture is critical for any company considering market entry. French commercial practises defined by eloquence and a direct communication style within the constraints of respect and politeness. This contrasts the British inclination towards indirection and understatement (Mulcahy and Mulcahy, 2017). Hierarchical structures are popular in French businesses, with decision-making centralised at the top. Personal ties and networks, or "réseaux," are vital to economic interaction in France, much more so than in the United Kingdom, and are regularly used as a prerequisite for effective negotiations.
France's workforce is highly educated, specializing in business, engineering, and the arts. Despite being historically higher than in other countries such as Germany, the jobless rate has been decreasing at 7.45% (O'Neill, 2023). France has been aggressively working to increase workforce diversity and inclusion, emphasizing integrating women, ethnic minorities, and young people. Despite these efforts, achieving perfect equality and representation remains challenging.
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Figure 4: France: Unemployment rate from 1991 to 2022
Source: (O'Neill, 2023)
For companies like Unilever, navigating the French market requires overcoming several barriers and risks. The language and cultural barriers are significant; fluency in French can help business operations, and understanding the distinct French business culture is essential. France's regulatory framework, especially in areas like labour laws and taxes, is complex and necessitates local expertise (Freiberg et al., 2016). The strong French economy is accompanied by relatively high tax rates and bureaucratic challenges, which can be daunting for foreign companies. Additionally, penetrating the French market requires careful consideration of local preferences, as there is a strong inclination towards local brands and a highly competitive market environment.
III. Application of Cultural Frameworks
Applying Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions theory to analyse Germany and France offers critical insights for Unilever's expansion strategy. This framework helps tailor business practices to align with each country's cultural norms (Nickerson, 2023).
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Figure 5: Hofstede's Cultural Dimensions Theory
Source: (Nickerson, 2023).
In Germany, the low score on power distance suggests a cultural preference for equality and decentralised decision-making. This implies that Unilever should adopt a participative leadership style in Germany, promoting openness in management. Germany's high individualism score indicates a society valuing personal autonomy and achievement, suggesting that Unilever's workforce motivation could be effectively driven by personal development and individual rewards (Al-Alawi and Alkhodari, 2016). The masculine culture in Germany, emphasizing achievement, success, and competition, aligns with strategies focusing on performance, efficiency, and innovation. High uncertainty avoidance in Germany indicates a preference for structured business operations, necessitating clarity in Unilever's decision-making processes. Germany's pragmatic culture, favouring long-term planning, aligns with Unilever’s focus on sustainability and long-term benefits.
Conversely, France's higher power distance indicates a more hierarchical society, necessitating respect for authority and clear decision-making lines in Unilever's French operations. France's balanced approach between masculinity and femininity suggests the importance of success and quality of life, requiring Unilever to ensure a workplace culture that values work-life balance (Nicolas, 2019). Like Germany, France's high score in uncertainty avoidance emphasises the need for clear rules and careful adherence to regulations. However, France's preference for short-term achievements suggests that Unilever should focus on strategies that promise and deliver quick results. Additionally, France’s more indulgent culture could guide Unilever’s marketing strategies to be more upbeat, emphasizing enjoyment and quality of life.
IV. Comparison of opportunities and challenges in each country
When examining the business landscapes of Germany and France, it is evident that both countries offer distinct opportunities and challenges for companies like Unilever seeking market expansion. Each country's unique economic, cultural, and regulatory environments present different factors that Unilever must consider in its strategic planning.
Germany's chances are strengthened by the country's powerful and consistent economy, which is the largest in the EU. Firms find the setting desirable because of its highly skilled personnel and economic stability (Potapenko and Trots, 2022). Unilever's commitment to product excellence aligns with Germany's cultural values of efficiency and quality, increasing consumer trust and loyalty. Furthermore, Unilever's sustainability goals perfectly match the German market's long-term vision and environmental sensitivity, creating an effective basis for commercial operations.
Nonetheless, there are several challenges in the German market. The market is tremendously competitive, with well-known domestic and global brands. This means Unilever managing a very saturated market with brands. Another issue is the prevalence of cultural and communication barriers, which need considerable changes to company strategy (Adanlawo et al., 2021). Unilever's operational approach may need to change in light of the German corporate culture's strict adherence to regulations and organised business procedures, known for its high level of uncertainty avoidance.
France, on the other hand, presents a unique set of opportunities and challenges. The French market offers Unilever a diverse range of product alternatives due to its large and diverse client base. The cultural emphasis in France on quality and luxury aligns with Unilever’s premium brands, potentially enhancing brand appeal. Additionally, the indulgent social culture in France could be leveraged in marketing consumer goods, tapping into the lifestyle aspirations of the French populace. The increasing focus on diversity and inclusion in France aligns with Unilever’s corporate values, potentially enhancing brand reputation and employee engagement (Ng and Klarsfeld, 2018).
However, the challenges in France are distinct from those in Germany. The regulatory environment in France is complex, especially concerning labour and tax laws, presenting potential challenges to operational efficiency and compliance. The high-power distance and centralised decision-making in French business culture might necessitate a hierarchical management approach, differing from Unilever's existing practices (Szkudlarek et al., 2020). Moreover, the short-term orientation in the French market may require Unilever to focus on quick deliverables and visible results to gain market acceptance and consumer trust.
V. Recommended country for expansion
Between Germany and France, Germany emerges as the more suitable choice for Unilever's expansion. This recommendation is based on several critical factors that align with Unilever's principles and business objectives.
Firstly, Germany's massive market and economic stability are significant advantages. As Europe's largest economy, Germany represents a massive market potential for Unilever's diverse range of products. Its strong industrial base provides a steady foundation for company expansion and development (Potapenko and Trots, 2022). This economic situation, which gives stability and predictability in the market, is conducive to Unilever's expansion.
Aligning business practises with culture is another crucial element. Germany places a high value on efficacy, quality, and long-term sustainability, consistent with Unilever's corporate strategy. According to Cornelis et al. (2017), Unilever's dedication to high-quality goods and environmental practises corresponds with German market expectations. To guarantee that its goods and operations are properly received and efficiently incorporated into the market, Unilever needs cultural alignment. Unilever benefits greatly from the presence of a highly trained workforce in Germany.
This meets the operational requirements of the firm and guarantees high standards in innovation, production, and business management. Germany is a desirable destination because of its trained workforce, essential to sustaining the quality and innovation for which Unilever is renowned (Ahmadzai, 2023).
Furthermore, compared to France, Germany's regulatory environment is more predictable, consistent, and strict. Unilever needs a solid and transparent operational structure to run efficiently and per national and international standards. Germany and Unilever have very similar goals and beliefs. The country's realistic, long-term mindset matches Unilever's sustainability goals (Lawrence et al., 2018). German culture and economy are consistent with Unilever's objective of having a long-term, positive impact on society and the environment.
Furthermore, Unilever's commitment to product excellence and innovation aligns with Germany's high-quality standards and innovation-driven economy. Unilever has the potential to enhance its market share in Germany, particularly in businesses with a strong presence. Furthermore, it provides opportunities to examine unknown market regions (Freiberg et al., 2016). Unilever's corporate responsibility goals, Germany's emphasis on sustainable practises, and environmental awareness complement each other effectively. This alignment not only aids market integration in Germany but also boosts Unilever's brand reputation and consumer confidence.
VI. Strategies to overcome communication challenges
Communication barriers must be overcome to succeed in Unilever's German expansion. The following strategies can help reduce these challenges:
Recognising cultural differences: Unilever should spend time understanding the German market's unique aspects. Understanding the significance of communication efficiency, correctness, and directness is required (Cornelis et al., 2017). Tailoring marketing and business communication to resonate with these values can enhance Unilever's appeal in the German market.
Customising business etiquette: Adapting to German business etiquette is essential. This means respecting formal protocols in meetings, punctuality, and the preference for structured well-prepared presentations.
Adapting management styles: Considering Germany’s lower power distance, Unilever should encourage a more participative management style, promoting open communication and team collaboration (Al-Alawi and Alkhodari, 2016).
Language training for employees: While English is widely used in business, offering German language training to key staff members can facilitate smoother interactions and demonstrate respect for the local culture.
Effective translation and localisation: For marketing materials, contracts, and legal documents, professional translation, and localisation are essential to ensure accuracy and cultural appropriateness (Takino, 2020).
Hiring local talent: Employing local talent can provide valuable insights into the German market and consumer behaviour. It also enhances communication effectiveness with local stakeholders.
Promoting diversity and inclusion: Embracing diversity in the workforce aligns with Unilever's corporate values and enhances creativity and innovation. This should include integrating various demographic groups and acknowledging different perspectives and experiences (Freiberg et al., 2016).
Effective use of technology: Utilising technology for communication can bridge gaps and improve efficiency. This includes tools for virtual meetings, collaborative platforms, and digital project management.
VII. Conclusion
The analysis identified Germany as the most suitable EU country for Unilever's expansion, considering its strong economy, cultural alignment with Unilever’s values, skilled workforce, and sustainability-focused market. The recommendation prioritises Germany’s potential for stable growth and its alignment with Unilever's long-term strategic goals. Effective communication is pivotal in global expansion. Understanding and adapting to cultural nuances, language differences, and communication styles is essential for successful market entry and sustainable operations. This is particularly crucial in a culturally distinct market like Germany. The expansion of Unilever into Germany, underpinned by strategies addressing communication barriers and cultural differences, can create a positive and inclusive environment. Such an approach facilitates business success and aligns with Unilever's commitment to diversity, sustainability, and corporate responsibility, fostering a conducive environment for growth and innovation.
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