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United Kingdom Business Communication in Unilever

[bookmark: _Toc143945788]Introduction to British Business Communications
Business communication in the United Kingdom depends on many factors, including how to create a business relationship using a contract and the rules of individual communication between two people. In terms of face-to-face business communication, British people value diplomacy most and avoid direct controversies. They aim to turn controversial moments into positive ones and often use humor. In terms of concluding contracts to establish a business relationship, any agreement between two individuals is to be supported by a contract. A solicitor reviews many contracts to prevent business errors.
[bookmark: _Toc143945789]Introduction to Unilever
Unilever is a UK company established on the 2nd of September 1929, which works in the consumer goods market (Forbes, n.d.). The company focuses on products for caring about health and beauty. The company’s main segments include Foods and Refreshments, Beauty and Personal Care and Home Care (Forbes, n.d.). The company’s main objective is to increase living sustainability (Unilever, 2023). The brands sold by the company are available in more than 190 countries (Unilever, 2023). Unilever currently has 127,000 employees working in different countries (Unilever, 2023). The company emphasizes that it does not discriminate against employees and hires equally gender-wise (Unilever, 2023). It also uses recyclable packaging and implements innovations in the field. The mission of Unilever is to assist people in healthy nutrition and personal care by selling their brands. The company’s vision is to become a leader in the world’s sustainable business. The company aims to establish a positive environment where customers would purchase its products and investors would find it an attractive investment opportunity.
[bookmark: _Toc143945790]Theories of International and Intercultural Communication
[bookmark: _Toc143945791]Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory
According to Hofstede’s theory, six cultural dimensions determine the culture’s impact on people’s values in a community and how the values impact international and intercultural communication in the UK, especially in Unilever. The first cultural dimension is the power-distance index, which discusses how less impactful members of a culture, country, or company accept the inequality in their environment (Escandon-Barbosa et al., 2022). In the UK, both powerful and less powerful individuals believe that inequality needs to be reduced (Wenxin and Wan, 2022). For this reason, business communication at Unilever needs to focus on hiring people of different cultures and treating them equally.
The second cultural dimension is collectivism vs. individualism, which implies the existence of individualistic societies, where individual rights and achievements are the priority, and collectivistic societies, where the focus is placed on the needs and goals of a group (Escandon-Barbosa et al., 2022). In the culture of the UK, people tend to follow individualism (Wenxin and Wan, 2022). For UK employees, their personal needs and the needs of their families are the top priority. They value personal achievements and privacy. This means that Unilever needs to focus on establishing personal relationships at the workplace, as they will make it possible to motivate employees for better achievements.
The third cultural dimension is the uncertainty avoidance index, which implies the attitude of people in a specific culture to uncertainty and their loyalty to change (Escandon-Barbosa et al., 2022). In the UK, people do not aim at minimizing uncertainty but rather can easily work in an environment of uncertainty and are ready for change and innovation (Wenxin and Wan, 2022). This means that Unilever can implement changes in its corporate environment or operations, and the UK employees will support it.
The fourth cultural dimension is femininity vs. masculinity, which implies how people in a specific culture perceive the roles of men and women in society and the values they consider most important (Escandon-Barbosa et al., 2022). The culture of people in the UK is mostly “masculine,” as these people value achievements and competition more (Wenxin and Wan, 2022). This means that UK people mostly value their jobs and careers and are ambitious. For this reason, Unilever can be sure that its employees are determined to achieve the company’s goals and reach the best personal job indicators.
The fifth cultural dimension is short-term vs. long-term orientation (Escandon-Barbosa et al., 2022). In societies with long-term orientation, people mostly value long-term success and can wait for some time to receive personal rewards, while in societies with short-term orientation, people value short-term achievements and divide their goals into small tasks. In the UK, people have different attitudes to time orientation, and the score in this cultural dimension is neutral (Wenxin and Wan, 2022). For this reason, when hiring employees, Unilever needs to consider their individual perceptions of short-term and long-term goals.
The sixth cultural dimension is restraint vs. indulgence, which implies the ability of people in a specific culture to limit their desires for gratification with social norms or practical needs (Escandon-Barbosa et al., 2022). In UK society, people are focused on their desires and have a high level of impulsive actions, meaning they value their freedom (Wenxin and Wan, 2022). For this reason, Unilever needs to consider this factor and provide its employees with flexible work schedules and the ability to balance their daily activities and work responsibilities.
[bookmark: _Toc143945792]Jandt’s Theory of Intercultural Communication
According to Jandt’s theory of intercultural communication, competence in intercultural communication is related to respect for other cultures, understanding possible cultural differences and consideration of cultural differences when communicating with people of other cultures (“III International Scientific,” 2022). Jandt also claims that a culture can be defined as a sustainable community, a set of perceptions, experiences, and values of a group of individuals, the connection between those values and the fact that people identify themselves as a group (“III International Scientific,” 2022). He claims that for cultural competence, it is necessary to explore one’s own culture and other cultures and then understand and respect the differences.
In the UK, the British culture can be identified with a community of people in the country, a set of historical values and the perception of the world only attributed to British people, and the fact that people of the UK identify themselves as people of the British culture. People in the UK value themselves as a nation and culture and also respect individuals of other cultures. British people are willing to minimize cultural inequality in the country and treat all cultures with respect and understanding of their differences. The respect for cultural diversity in the UK can be seen as the country accepts immigrants and conducts events specifically for people of other cultures to make them feel welcome. The British people also admit that they may have diverse cultural origins and accept multiculturalism as a way to achieve shared goals. By considering the theory, it can be concluded that Unilever needs to hire people of different cultures without any inequality. British employees in the company will collaborate with people of other cultures and accept the differences, and therefore, they will be able to achieve the company’s goals together.
[bookmark: _Toc143945793]Samovar’s Theory of Intercultural Communication
According to Samovar’s Theory, culture is a combination of experience, values, religious beliefs and perceptions of the world and people’s role in society of a specific group of people (“III International Scientific,” 2022). Therefore, this set of characteristics of a culture needs to be considered when communicating with diverse populations. For successful intercultural and international communication, people need to learn about other cultures and share their values. According to Samovar’s theory, intercultural communication is the interaction between individuals with different experiences, values, and perceptions, which requires them to develop an alternative way of communication to combine and share the values and interact effectively. In the UK, people interact in diverse cultural environments and accept the differences between people of other cultures. They communicate considering those differences and find a new way of interaction to benefit all the cultures involved. Therefore, Unilever needs to establish inclusive workplace policies and working operations that would consider all its employees’ cultural needs. The policies must prevent the implementation of rules in the company that would breach the rights or cultural perceptions of employees of diverse cultures.
[bookmark: _Toc143945794]Evaluation of Cultural Sensitivity When Doing Business in the UK
When doing business in the UK, it is necessary to consider the factor that the workforce in the country is culturally diverse. The people who can be hired in the UK include British people and other ethnic minorities, such as Black people (25% out of all minority cultures), Asian people (50%), Chinese people (5%), mixed-race people (15%) and other cultural groups (25%) (Mihelj et al., 2019). Thus, ensuring equal treatment of all different cultures in the workplace is necessary.
First, a company in the UK needs to educate its line managers to promote diversity by providing them with cultural sensitivity training (Mihelj et al., 2019). A UK company needs to ensure a clear communication channel between line managers and people of different cultures. Second, cultural sensitivity is well-established in UK businesses, as they ensure they have inclusive workplace policies, which provide general rules for all company employees and deal with the unique needs of people of diverse cultural backgrounds (Mihelj et al., 2019). For example, a company’s policy can include the rule of permission for a day off for employees having a religious holiday, prohibition for the division of workplaces for people of different cultural backgrounds, managing the work schedule according to individual needs of people from different cultures, who may need day breaks or night shift because of their cultural perceptions, and using modern translation technologies to ensure each employee is valued and their words are understood. Third, companies in the UK are successful in cultural sensitivity in the workplace, as they provide opportunities for employees from different cultural backgrounds to exercise responsibilities that are most suitable for them and can be done best by people of specific cultures, as each employee can manage the same problem in a different way (Mihelj et al., 2019). For example, employees of a specific culture can be engaged in business communication with other individuals having the same perceptions of the world and the role of an individual in it, as they are more likely to understand each other and reach a positive agreement. Therefore, cultural sensitivity in UK business is high, and companies consider diversity of backgrounds when creating workplace policies and assigning responsibilities to their employees.
[bookmark: _Toc143945795]Communication Barriers Experienced by a Diverse Workforce in the UK Context
Despite having high cultural sensitivity, the UK’s diverse workforce leads to several workplace communication barriers. First, people from different cultural backgrounds have different values of time (Esguerra, 2018). For this reason, employees differ depending on their punctuality and even attendance, as some of them are used to value time significantly and come to their workplace strictly on time without any delays or missing days, while others consider time is not very important and can come to work with a large delay or miss several days without permission. This causes significant challenges to successful business operations, as delays and missing days can result in a loss of a client or large financial losses, while the necessity to strictly follow the schedule in some employees may cause a lack of patience if a manager cannot conduct a meeting in time. Second, in British culture, it is generally accepted that working goals are more important than strict working hours, and many British people work more than seven hours per day without payment if needed (Esguerra, 2018). At the same time, people from other cultural backgrounds may be used to the “Right to Disconnect,” which they had in their original countries, and which means that they can avoid any work responsibilities beyond their official working time (Esguerra, 2018). Therefore, companies in the UK cannot be ready for some employees not to work overtime, and this can result in financial losses or miscommunications and dissatisfaction of those employees. The third communication barrier in the UK workforce is the difference between the perceptions of the style of work interactions in people from different cultural backgrounds (Esguerra, 2018). For example, in some cultures, it is considered offensive to communicate informally at the workplace or call employees by their first name. In other cultures, instead, a too-formal way of communication is considered impolite and unnatural, which may cause a lack of trust in managers among employees. Therefore, UK companies develop workplace policies related to diversity to avoid this communication barrier.
[bookmark: _Toc143945796]Communication Strategies for Unilever to Succeed in Providing a Positive Environment for Its Employees
To provide a positive working environment for all employees, Unilever needs to follow the general principles of cultural sensitivity in collaborating with people from diverse cultural backgrounds and also implement communication strategies specific to the UK culture. In terms of the general principles, the first communication strategy is to ensure all employees in the workplace value cultural diversity (Rotenstein et al., 2021). This can be done by line managers, who can conduct training for employees, discuss the way of communication they need to follow and the differences in the cultures existing in the company. The second strategy is for line managers to develop ideas and indications for employees, which can be understood by employees from all cultural backgrounds present in the workplace and which can be followed by all of them without breaking the moral norms of their cultures (Rotenstein et al., 2021). The third strategy is to inform all employees of the existing rules and laws of the organization by involving line managers in developing an organizational policy, which would be communicated to every employee (Lang, 2021). In terms of the communication strategy specific to the UK culture, Unilever needs to ensure that its line managers develop a policy, which would include the rules for attendance, schedule, punishment for delays, the number of hours employees may be required to work for free, and the level of formality of workplace relationships accepted in the company (Sukalova and Ceniga, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc143945797]Conclusion
Unilever is a UK company which manufactures consumer products for health, beauty, and personal care. The company aims to support cultural and gender equality and provide customers with quality products. In considering UK business communications, three communication theories can be considered. They include Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory, Jandt’s Theory of Intercultural Communication and Samovar’s Theory of Intercultural Communication. According to Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Theory, British people tend to minimize inequality, value individual aims and benefits, are ready for change, value achievements most, can be both short-term and long-term oriented and value their personal desires more than social norms. Jandt’s Theory and Samovar’s Theory, British people accept cultural diversity and respect the values of people from other cultural backgrounds. For this reason, it is important to follow cultural sensitivity when doing business in the UK. Companies in the UK tend to educate their managers to promote diversity via training, develop inclusive workplace policies and provide employees from specific cultural backgrounds with responsibilities that most fit them.
Despite the high level of cultural sensitivity in the UK, there are three main barriers to positive workplace communication, which include people from different cultural backgrounds having different attitudes to time and attendance, different views on overtime work and different acceptable styles of work communication. To overcome the barriers, Unilever needs to ensure that its line managers conduct training to employees to explain the ways of communication in a culturally diverse environment, implement ideas acceptable for all employees from different cultural backgrounds and develop policies that include all the rules and laws of the company.


[bookmark: _Toc143945798]References
2022, III international scientific and practical conference «interdisciplinary science research and techniques». https://doi.org/10.26526/978-1-922756-16-9
Escandon-Barbosa, D., Ramirez, A., and Salas-Paramo, J. 2022, ‘The effect of cultural orientations on country innovation performance: Hofstede Cultural Dimensions Revisited?’, Sustainability, 14(10), Article 5851. https://doi.org/10.3390/su14105851
Esguerra, J., 2018, October 11, UK’s multicultural workplaces: Common challenges and how to address them, Workforce success. Available at: https://www.workforcesuccess.com/posts/uks-multicultural-workplaces-common-challenges-and-how-to-address-them/ (Accessed: 24 August 2023).
Forbes n.d., Unilever. Available at: https://www.forbes.com/companies/unilever/?sh=735925a293df (Accessed: 24 August 2023).
Lang, C., 2020, ‘Workforce diversity policies in practice: Drivers and barriers in local administrations’, Ethnic and Racial Studies, 43, pp. 1961–1980. https://doi.org/10.1080/01419870.2020.1754444
Mihelj, S., Leguina, A., and Downey, J., 2019, ‘Culture is digital: Cultural participation, diversity and the digital divide’, New Media & Society, 21(7), pp. 1465–1485. https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444818822816
Rotenstein, L. S., Reede, J. Y., and Jena, A. B., 2021, ‘Addressing workforce diversity — A quality-improvement framework’, The New England Journal of Medicine, 384, pp. 1083–1086. https://doi.org/10.1056/nejmp2032224
Sukalova, V., and Ceniga, P., 2020, ‘Diversity management in sustainable human resources management’, SHS Web of Conferences, 74, Article 01033. https://doi.org/10.1051/shsconf/20207401033
Unilever, Unilever at a glance. Available at: https://www.unilever.com/our-company/at-a-glance/ (Accessed: 24 August 2023).
Wenxin, Z., and Wan, Y., 2022, ‘An analysis on Sino-UK cultural differences in education from the perspective of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions theory (a case study of are our kids tough enough?)’, Journal on Education, 4(2), pp. 373–384. https://doi.org/10.31004/joe.v4i2.438
2

image1.jpeg
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




