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Strategic Expansion into the EU: Evaluating Bulgaria and Poland for Unilever’s Growth
International business has been the right approach for development and competitive advantage for many companies. This essay suggests that Unilever can be expanded into Bulgaria. This is because of the strategic advantages and the issue of communication. Unilever is one of the leading British multinationals in the consumer goods industry (Unilever, 2022). It wants to be internationally exposed to build sustainable development (Mallen, 2022). The company has various portfolios and its brand value is:  it will also be capable of developing its business in foreign cachet markets. This is in line with the strategic ambitions of Unilever since the company already gained additional market shares, increased revenue, and more scope for its brands to become popular. The essay will scan the social, economic, and culture of the Bulgarian context in a bid to draw some insights that can be relevant to the successful assimilation and growth of Unilever in foreign markets (Goswami, 2020).
A country located in Southeastern Europe, Bulgaria combines social, cultural, and economic contexts in the originally suitable cocktail for business expansion. Its rich cultural heritage was influenced by its history with the Thracian, Greek, Roman, and Ottoman people. The official language is Bulgarian, while the role of Orthodox Christianity in the country’s culture is very large and it influences a lot of its customs and social norms (Sotirova, 2022). Bulgaria has made considerable economic progress since entering the European Union in 2007. It has a developing economy with an increasing middle class, coupled with quite a stable macroeconomic environment, hence making it a very attractive destination for MNCs like Unilever. The labour outlook in Bulgaria is promising, considering the diverse workforce and conditions of the labour market. A well-educated population with a strong bias toward engineering, IT, and technical skills is found in this country; these are most needed for a global corporation. Compared with most EU countries, Bulgaria has relatively low labour costs, and each business expansion therefore comes with a cost advantage (Terziev, 2022). Employment regulations are harmonised at an EU level to ensure fair labour practice and protection for workers; such legislation may consequently reduce potential legal risks connected with employment. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions can be used to explain the cultural differences between Bulgaria and the UK, outlining the peculiarity of Bulgarian society. Bulgaria has a high power distance index, indicating that there is great acceptance of a hierarchical society and inequality in the distribution of power. Again, this goes against the UK culture, which is relatively egalitarian. Bulgaria also has a relatively high uncertainty avoidance score reflecting a rule-bound, regulative tendency toward stability while UK culture is more flexible and easygoing toward change. It is in this respect that Bulgaria shows to be low concerning individualism, focusing on family and group loyalty, whose surrogate elements will affect workplace dynamics and management styles (Santanna, 2024). These cultural nuances need to be understood if Unilever wants to diligently integrate and manage its operations in Bulgaria. Language differences and cultural styles of communication could turn into the potential problem of a communication barrier. While English is very common in usage and understanding in the business world, people speak at different proficiency levels, which can sometimes lead to misunderstandings (Kutz, 2012). The indirect communication styles of Bulgaria, reliant on great context and non-verbal cues, may be hard to handle for a British company used to far more direct and explicit ways of communicating. It will form part of Unilever’s responsibility to ensure sufficient investment in language training and cultural awareness programs to fill such gaps in communications, making it easier to liaise and communicate smoothly with local employees and all other stakeholders therein (Dimitrova et al., 2023). Whilst opportunities exist, they also come with underlying risks to expansion in Bulgaria. Politically, while Bulgaria is an undoubtedly stable democracy, it has suffered from corruption and bureaucratic inefficiencies that can hamper business operations and, in particular, the ease of compliance with regulations. From an economic standpoint, although the growth trajectory shows no signs of faltering, the country remains exposed to exogenous shocks through global market movements together with the slack produced by auspicious turns in the modus of economic behaviour. Socially, there is the likelihood of public understanding towards foreign companies, particularly in cases where such companies are perceived to be exploiting either the natural resources available in their countries or cheap labour (Terziev, 2022). All these risks make it important to conduct effective risk assessment and implementation of strong risk management strategies that will help protect Unilever’s investments and activities in Bulgaria. 
Poland is a Central European country to offers a diverse socio-economic landscape for business development. There are almost 38 million residents in Poland, ranking it as the sixth most populous country within the European Union. The official language in the country of Poland is Polish, and its cultural values are enriched with the extensive influence of Roman Catholicism, with the latter an integral part of socio-cultural values and traditions. The country boasts a diversified economy, where manufacturing, the service industry, and technology are major sectors. A member of the European Union, Poland leverages its access to the single market and enormous funding from the EU that allows it to maintain infrastructure development and renovate its economy (Barnett, 2021). The outlook of labour in Poland is also optimistic, as the workforce is diversified and well-educated. There seems to be a great deal of emphasis placed on education in Poland, particularly concerning STEM, so there will be a talent pool that would be particularly appealing to a multinational company like Unilever. Labour costs in Poland are very low when compared to countries in Western Europe. Employment legislation in Poland, by and large, measures up to EU standards in ensuring fair dealing and protection for workers. There are local labour laws and practices that exist and have to be addressed for Unilever to ensure compliance and maintain good labour relations. The cultural differences between Polish and UK cultures can be illustrated through Hofstede’s cultural dimension comparison (Hajn and Mitrus, 2016). In the power distance index, Poland scores high, with a society of a hierarchical nature, much as the one in Bulgaria, where inequalities are accepted and respect for one’s position and authority is maintained. This is compared to the UK, with a lower power distance, holding an egalitarian approach. Poland has an uncertainty score of a high measure, showing that it needs stability, rules, and regulations, which affect the behavioural aspect of organisational behaviour in business enterprises, and also the decision-making process. Here, in Poland, individualism is just average, trying to balance personal goals with group interests (Barnett, 2021). Understanding these cultural dimensions is very vital for Unilever while dealing with the management of its operations in Poland to manage practices of management together with the communication systems for proper cultural matching. Communication barriers can occur due to language differences and different communication styles. Although the facility of English is alright in business relations, especially among the younger business people in urban areas, proficiency might not be the same, and thus miscommunication often ensues. Furthermore, Poles tend to be somewhat indirect when communicating in comparison to the British, depending on the situation and non-verbal cues (Donohue, 2020). This again may be difficult because of everyone’s wish to pass on clear messages and pick up on the subtleties in what is being said. Unilever will benefit from diversifying language training and cultural sensitivity programs to develop effective communication and collaboration with Polish employees and partners. It is important to manage certain potential political, economic, and social risks while expanding into Poland. Poland is politically stable, but the country has undergone turbulent policy changes in the recent past. The stand of the current ruling party concerning certain EU policies and internal reforms might give foreign businesses cold feet. Economically, while Poland has proved resilient and growing, it is still susceptible to global trends in the economy and regional economic conditions (Wisła and Nowosad, 2022). Socially, there is a rising nationalist sentiment that can influence public perception of foreign companies. Unilever needs to assess all the risks and implement measures on how to reduce them so that operations in Poland can be as sustainable as possible. In considering expanding Unilever to Bulgaria and Poland, one has to understand the communication barriers that impinge on its operations and management. For Bulgaria, the language barrier is a major issue. Bulgarian is a Slavic language, which most outsiders very rarely study, therefore making effective communication with locals difficult (Jiron, 2021). Also, the high-context style of communication in Bulgarian culture -in which vast chunks of information are implied and left to shared understanding--may present numerous misunderstandings for a company such as Unilever that deals primarily with low-context settings. Additionally, the strongly hierarchal culture of Bulgaria may make open lines of communication more difficult to adopt because individuals will not readily share their misgivings or innovative ideas with someone at a higher level of authority. In Poland, communication barriers are less acute but still significant. Polish is yet another Slavic language and relatively more understandable in Europe because of the greater number of Poles living abroad and being part of various European institutions. Poland’s characteristic style of communication is relatively direct and low-context, more aligned with Unilever’s usual way of communicating. Cultural differences, such as the formality and respect for hierarchy in Poland, could be a hindrance (Moran and Abramson, 2017). 
Both countries are strong on elements of a collectivist nature, which means their cultures are more oriented towards harmony in the group rather than individualism; hence, Unilever will have to adapt its management and communication strategy to attain team cohesion and employee commitment. The language problems and high-context style of communication generate more serious barriers to communication in Bulgaria as compared to Poland. This should be assessed properly so that Unilever has operational effectiveness along with proper management in whichever country it decides to choose. From the detailed assessment of Bulgaria and Poland for Unilever, Poland has emerged as the final best choice for business expansion (Karki, 2020). This decision is made based on viewing economic stability, compatibility in culture, and manageable barriers to communication. Poland has a larger and more integrated economy with the EU that can provide a robust platform for scaling up Unilever’s operations. The country’s favourable business environment, branded by strong legal frameworks and supportive government policies, further enhances its attractiveness. Additionally, Poland’s workforce is known for its high skill levels and strong work ethic, offering Unilever a pool of talented employees who can drive the company’s growth. Successful international business operations depend mostly on the communication environment of the chosen regions, and Poland’s is more conducive than Bulgaria’s for Unilever. While both are Slavic countries, and there are several cultural similarities between them, Poland’s much broader exposure to multinational companies and a far greater level of competence in English significantly lower, if not eliminate, any communication barriers (Mallen, 2022). This is a country more familiar with global business practices; therefore, Unilever will have less trouble integrating into the Polish market and reducing the risks of miscommunication and cultural disparities. 
If Unilever is to be successful in Poland, it will have to adapt comprehensive strategies for the existing problems in communication (Bridger, 2022). The primary strategy would be through intercultural communications training programs for locals and expatriates. These programs would indoctrinate knowledge about Polish cultural norms, business etiquette, and modes of individuals’ communication styles. Since Poland has a relatively direct style of low-context communication, the course of this program should aim at bridging the missing links between such a style and the well-established modes of Unilever’s communication. These programs will help workers develop cultural sensitivity and flexibility, enabling them to move around and succeed easily in a diverse work environment (Cascade, 2023). It is also quite important to have language support systems to ensure effective communication (Dimitrova et al., 2023). Unilever should provide Polish language training to its international employees so that they may effectively communicate with local employees and other stakeholders. While this is in the process, however, the language gap may be bridged by hiring bilingual staff and by deploying translation tools and technology (Cascade, 2023). Such initiatives not only enhance day-to-day operations but also help Unilever convey its seriousness about cultural integration and respect for the local language to Polish employees and partners. Another critical strategy is the creation of a culturally inclusive workplace (Barnett, 2021). This can be accomplished by having regular workshops on issues, team-building activities, and cultural events that are multifaceted. Unilever should encourage cultural awareness within the workplace to prevent any communication gap. Open dialogue and follow-ups with employees will instil a culture of feedback so that at any time, geneses of problems related to information flow are encountered and solved before they metamorphose into acute ones. Unilever will be able to create a harmonious environment and find continued growth in Poland by appreciating and integrating the diverse perspectives brought into the business. More importantly, it is the establishment of an internal communication framework, considering global and regional standards of practice (Mallen, 2022). A well-defined communication channel, through which relevant information on regular updates, decision-making, and all other processes can be availed to the stakeholders, has to be initiated. Such encouragement towards digital communication devices, like mobiles, computers, etc., may aid in connectivity among various levels of the firm and thereby facilitate information sharing; this guarantees that all employees work in tandem with Unilever’s strategic goals. Putting together, Polish economic stability, cultural compatibility, low communication barriers, and matching Polish people’s personal qualities make Poland the preferred choice for expansion by Unilever (Bridger, 2022). Hence, with intercultural communication training, language support systems, and a culturally inclusive work environment, the company could thwart any communication challenges that may arise in advance and hence be assured of success in the integration into the Polish market. This will not only make operations smoother but also increase employee engagement and organisational cohesion, and hence drive further growth and success for Unilever in Poland.
This essay, therefore, estimates Bulgaria and Poland as a potential site for expansion for Unilever. The communication barriers and associated benefits of the strategy are discussed here. Poland was recommended because of its favourable economic environment, lower language barrier, and cultural compatibility with Unilever’s operations. This expansion will bring increased market share, enhanced revenue generation, and brand recognition. Effective strategic planning and cultural adaptation are key drivers of successful international expansion, ensuring that integration will be smooth and growth sustainable. This will help Unilever convey to the Polish market a value proposition that will, in turn, help overcome hurdles arising from cultural differences to achieve the objectives set.
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